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THE ROLE OF air power in mod ern
war en gen ders con tinu ous de bate.
For some mili tary think ers, the case
for air power has not been made.

Gen Fre der ick Kroe sen, USA, Re tired,
former com mander of US Army Europe, be -
lieves air power is more prom ise than fact.
He wrote to the Wash ing ton Post that “none
of the great air cam paigns of the past has
ever been de ci sive, and many have had con -
trary re sults. . . . All were side shows to the
Army and Ma rine ef forts to oc cupy land and
domi nate the en emy.”1 In a simi lar vein, the 
As so cia tion of the United States Army sug -
gests de vot ing greater re sources to Army ar -
mor and ar til lery at the ex pense of new air -
power  weap ons,  such as  the F -22:
“Hope fully, pro po nents of the ca pa bil ity of
air power to de feat en emy ground forces
will fi nally be cor rect; its claimed ef fec tive -
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ness has not yet ma te ri al ized.” 2 These are
far from the only air power skep tics, but they
il lus trate a point: there is con sid er able sus pi -
cion about air pow er’s im pact in mod ern war.

Such sus pi cion is sur pris ing, given air pow -
er’s suc cess ful war rec ord. These suc cesses are 
well ar ticu lated by seven ex perts on mod ern
war, all but one of whom were great sol diers.
Their words tes tify to the de ci sive char ac ter
of air power in mod ern war.

General of the Army
Dwight D. Eisenhower

As Su preme Al lied Com mander in Europe
dur ing World War II, Gen Dwight Eis en -
hower had a unique per spec tive. Not only did 
this ca reer sol dier com mand all Al lied ground 
forces, he also led Al lied air forces. He com -
manded bomber groups that at tacked Ger -

man in dus try. He com manded Al lied tac ti cal
air forces that in ter dicted Ger man sur face
forces, gained air su pe ri or ity, and flew close
air sup port of sur face forces. Eis en hower also
com manded ground forces whose scheme of
ma neu ver de pended on co or di na tion with air 
forces. Con versely, he was re spon si ble for
forces that with stood Ger man air at tacks.3 So
Eis en hower saw air power from both sides. He
wit nessed both the of fen sive and de fen sive
ef fects of air power at all lev els of war. Ar gua -
bly, Eis en hower had the fin est per spec tive on
the ef fects of air power dur ing World War II.
What did he learn from his ex pe ri ences?

Based on his war time les sons, Eis en hower
con cluded that air power domi nated mod ern
war. He wrote in his mem oir Cru sade in
Europe, “Here [the Nor mandy cam paign], as
al ways, em pha sized the de ci sive in flu ence of
air power in the ground bat tle.”4 He tes ti fied
to Con gress that
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A view of the invasion forces landing at Omaha Beach, 6 or 7 June 1944. [General Eisenhower] testified to Congress that . 
. . “unless we had faith in the air power to intervene and to make safe that landing, it would have been more than fantastic,
it would have been criminal.”



the Normandy invasion was based on a
deep-seated faith in the power of the air forces,
in overwhelming numbers, to intervene in the
land battle. That is, a faith that the air forces, by
their actions, could have an effect on the
ground of making it possible for a small force of 
land troops to invade a continent, a country
strongly defended, in which there were 61
enemy divisions and where we could not
possibly on the first day of the assault land
more than 7 divisions.

Without that air force, without the aid of its
power, entirely aside from its ability to sweep
the enemy air force out of the sky, without its
ability to intervene in the land battle, that
invasion would have been fantastic.

To a lesser extent that also applied at Salerno. In 
that operation there were 3 divisions that we
had at Salerno, two in the toe of the boot, and
there were 19 divisions of the enemy in Italy
arrayed against us.

Unless we had faith in the air power to inter-
vene and to make safe that landing, it would
have been more than fantastic, it would have
been criminal.5

As Army chief of staff in 1948, Eis en hower
wrote a sweep ing en dorse ment of air power.
In his an nual re port to the sec re tary of the
Army, Eis en hower stated that “the Army sup -
ports the the ory that air power oc cu pies a
domi nant po si tion in mod ern war fare.”6 That 
is a uniquely strong en dorse ment of an other
serv ice by a serv ice chief. It is dif fi cult to
imag ine a US Army gen eral say ing simi lar
words to day, a half cen tury af ter Eis en how -
er’s serv ice as Army chief of staff. How ever,
Eis en hower did more than sim ply put his en -
dorse ment of air power on the rec ord. He also
took ex traor di nary steps to im ple ment his be -
liefs.

As presi dent, Eis en hower gave his high est
pri ori ties to the Air Force. Dur ing his presi -
dency (1953–61), the De part ment of the Air
Force re ceived 46 per cent of mili tary spend ing.
The Army and Navy/Ma rine Corps re ceived 26
per cent and 28 per cent, re spec tively.7 The
high- water mark oc curred in 1957, when the
Air Force re ceived 48 per cent of to tal mili tary
spend ing. In con stant (1998) dol lars, De part -
ment of the Air Force out lays in 1957 equaled

$120 bil lion, which is 60 per cent greater than
1996’s Air Force out lay fig ure of $75 bil lion.8
This money funded a rapid ex pan sion in thea -
ter weap ons, such as the “cen tury” se ries of
fighter planes.9 It also funded stra te gic sys tems,
such as bomb ers and mis siles.

That the Air Force surged dur ing Eis en how -
er’s ad mini stra tion is well known. What is
less well known, how ever, is the pri or ity
given the Air Force ver sus the other serv ices
by the Eis en hower ad mini stra tion. This ex-
 Army gen eral—in fact, one of the great est
Army gen er als in Ameri can his tory—gave al -
most twice as much money to the Air Force as
he gave to the Army. He also named Air Force
gen er als as chair man of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff (Na than Twin ing, one of only three Air
Force gen er als ever named chair man) and Su -
preme Al lied Com mander Europe (Lauris
Nor stad, still the only Air Force of fi cer to hold 
this po si tion). These pro–Air Force pri ori ties
re flected Gen eral Eis en how er’s highly credi -
ble judg ment on the de ci sive na ture of air -
power.

Gen George S. Patton
In De cem ber 1944, Lt Gen George Pat ton’s

Third Army pre pared to at tack the Saar. In di -
ca tions of a Ger man of fen sive to wards the
north, in the Ar den nes, con cerned Pat ton. But 
the weather both ered him more. The skies
were over cast. In ces sant rains turned the
ground into mud. Heavy fog and freez ing
tem-pera tures made the en vi ron ment mis er -
able. In typi cal fash ion, Pat ton tried an “al ter -
na tive” so lu tion. He or dered his chap lain to
write a now- famous “weather prayer” to “re -
strain these im mod er ate rains.” Why did Pat -
ton want good weather? For his ar mor and lo -
gis tics? For bet ter con di tions for his troops?
Of course Pat ton wanted these things—but
there was an other im por tant rea son.

Pat ton wanted good weather to get Al lied
air forces into the fight—be cause he un der -
stood air power. Pat ton re al ized that ef fec tive
air at tack de nied the Ger mans operational-
 level mass, ma neu ver, and lo gis tics. In the
face of mas sive air at tack, en emy forces
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couldn’t mass, move, or ef fi ciently re sup ply.
With out such ca pa bili ties, any mili tary force
was in ef fec tive against a com pe tent, ag gres -
sive foe.

Pat ton rec og nized the di lemma that Al lied
air power forced on the Ger man army. When -
ever the Ger mans massed, Al lied air at tacked
that con cen tra tion. When ever the Ger mans
tried to pro tect them selves by dis pers ing, Pat -
ton’s ar mor pierced the thinned de fenses.
When the Ger mans tried to ma neu ver in
force, Al lied air de tected and killed ma jor
move ments be fore they came to bear. This is
why Pat ton told Brig Gen Otto P. Wey land,
com mander of 19th Tac ti cal Com mand, “I
am go ing to de pend on you to pro tect my
right flank with your air planes.”10 Pat ton
seized on his ad van tage in the air to de feat a
very com pe tent en emy who pos sessed su pe -
rior ground num bers and had the ad van tages
in her ent to de fend ers on their home ter ri -
tory.

Af ter the Ger mans at tacked through the
Ar den nes with 17 di vi sions on 16 De cem ber
1944, they en joyed seven days of poor fly ing
weather. Al lied air su pe ri or ity was in ef fec tive

for a week due to fog and clouds. Ninth Air
Force, with 1,550 planes, flew only eight een
hun dred sor ties that week in the bat tle area,
most of which were aerial- combat sor ties.11

With clear weather, how ever, the fighter-
 bombers went back to work. On Christ mas day
alone, Ninth Air Force flew 1,920 sor ties in the
bat tle area—more sor ties in one day than in the
en tire pre ced ing week.12 The of fi cial US Army
his tory of World War II sum ma rizes the im pact
of this air of fen sive: “The morn ing of 23 De -
cem ber broke clear and cold. ‘Vis ibi lity un lim -
ited,’ the air- control posts hap pily re ported all
the way from the United King dom to the fox -
holes of the Ar den nes front. To most of Ameri -
can sol diery this would be a red- letter day—long 
re mem bered—be cause of the bomber and
fighter- bombers once more stream ing over -
head like shoals of sil ver min nows in the bright
win ter sun, their sharply etched con trails mak -
ing a wake be hind them in the cold air.”13 It’s
too bad that cur rent mili tary writ ing fails this
stan dard of prose.

This pat tern wasn’t lim ited to the Bat tle of
the Bulge. Pat ton saw the same model dur ing
the Nor mandy break out: “I was con vinced
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A P-47 overflies a Third Army tank column. After the breakout in France, [General] Patton told Brig Gen Otto P. Weyland,
commander of 19th Tactical Command, “I am going to depend on you to protect my right flank with your airplanes.”



our Air Serv ice could lo cate any groups of en -
emy large enough to be a se ri ous threat, and
that I could also pull some thing out of the hat 
to drive them back while the Air Force in the
mean time de layed their fu ture ad vance.” 1 4

Pat ton un der stood that no en emy com -
mander could con fi dently ex pect a smooth
lo gis tics flow in the face of Al lied air power.
Ma jor roads and rail lines were death traps.
Al lied air in duced enough fric tion into the
ene my’s lo gis tics, com mand and con trol, and 
scheme of ma neu ver to keep the Ger mans off
bal ance, which al lowed dar ing, rapid ad -
vances by Third Army. Pat ton un der stood the
“trump card” that Al lied air power gave
him—and seized the op por tu nity. A fun da -
men tal part of Gen eral Pat ton’s gen ius in ar -
mored war fare was his ap pre cia tion of air -
power.

General of the Army
George C. Marshall

In the im me di ate af ter math of the Bat tle of 
the Bulge, Gen George Mar shall re ported to
the sec re tary of war that “the weather has fa -
vored us re cently and rather un ex pect edly.
The past few days have per mit ted our crush -
ing air su pe ri or ity to be di rected against the
en emy troops, tanks, trains, and com mu ni ca -
tions. His mar shal ing yards are be ing blown
to bits. Aside from the fight ing spirit of our
troops, no other fac tor means so much to us
in the pres ent situa tion as fly ing weather.” 15

Air pow er’s ef fec tive ness was not a reve la -
tion to Mar shall. Seven months ear lier, in a
memo ran dum to the sec re tary of war, Mar -
shall iden ti fied the cru cial role of air power:
“We are about to in vade the con ti nent and
have staked our suc cess on our air su pe ri or -
ity, on So viet nu meri cal pre pon der ance, and
on the high qual ity of our ground com bat
units.”16 Mar shall knew that air power would
not prove de ci sive all by it self; he stated many 
times that no one mili tary arm can win a war
alone.17 How ever, by plac ing air power on a
par with the size of the So viet army and the
qual ity of Ameri can ground forces, Mar shall
ex plic itly rec og nized air pow er’s cru cial role.

Ear lier, he had codi fied the im por tance of
air power. Field Man ual (FM) 110- 20, Com -
mand and Em ploy ment of Air Power, pub lished
un der Mar shall’s sig na ture in July 1943,
stated as its ma jor theme that “land power
and air power are co- equal and in ter de pend -
ent.” It went on to state the US Army’s doc -
trine that “the gain ing of air su pe ri or ity is the
first re quire ment for the suc cess of any ma jor
land op era tion.”1 8 Af ter gain ing air su pe ri or -
ity, the first pri or ity of tac ti cal air forces was
to “pre vent the move ment of hos tile troops
and sup plies into the thea ter of op era tions or
within the thea ter.”19 These were combat-
 proven pre cepts. They re flected ar gu ments
fos tered by the Air Corps Tac ti cal School and
proven dur ing op era tions in North Af rica and
the South Pa cific. Mar shall codi fied these pre -
cepts into the ba sic fight ing doc trine of the
Army. In fact, air pow er’s con tri bu tions dur -
ing the first two years of World War II gar -
nered Mar shall’s high est praise: “The out -
stand ing fea ture to date of Ameri ca’s war
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Gen George Marshall. Late in 1943, in a memorandum to
the secretary of war, Marshall identified the crucial role of
airpower: “We are about to invade the continent and have
staked our success on our air superiority.”



ef fort has been the man ner in which our air
forces have car ried the war, in its most dev as -
tat ing form, to the en emy.”2 0 With out a
doubt, Gen eral Mar shall un der stood air -
power.

General of the Army
Omar N. Bradley

In 1945 Gen Omar Brad ley wrote a book ti -
tled Ef fect of Air Power on Mili tary Op era tions,
West ern Europe, in sup port of the United
States Stra te gic Bomb ing Sur vey.21 In this
book, Brad ley ad dressed the broad est reach of 
ground- force op era tions, from de fen sive op -
era tions (e.g., Bas togne) and break throughs
(e.g., Op era tion Co bra) to as saults on de -
fended river lines and for tress cit ies. In each
of these ground op era tions, Brad ley found air 
op era tions criti cal to over all suc cess. He sup -
ported his find ings with quo ta tions from sev -
eral ground com mand ers, both Ameri can and 

Ger man. For ex am ple, Brad ley sum ma rized
an in ter view with Field Mar shal Gerd von
Rundstedt: “Car pet bomb ing in the main line
of re sis tance is the type of air ac tions most
det ri men tal to Ger man abil ity to de fend a po -
si tion. He [von Rundstedt] rates the ef fi ciency 
of the bomb ing on a par with the strength of
the de fend ers and the ini tia tive of the ground
at tack ers. . . . The [Ger man] troops could not
move and were de mor al ized; the com mu ni ca -
tions sys tem broke down; ar til lery and anti-
 tank pieces were knocked out; and tanks were
im mo bi lized in cra ters or be neath heaps of
dirt and de bris.”22

Brad ley ex pounded on von Rundstedt’s
state ments: “From the high com mand to the 
sol dier in the field, Ger man opin ion has
been agreed that air power was the most
strik ing as pect of al lied su pe ri or ity.”23 This
opin ion was en dorsed by Lt Gen Hans Spei -
del, Field Mar shal Er win Rom mel’s chief of
staff: “Air forces were the de ci sive fac tor for
the Al lied vic to ries in the [Nor mandy] in va -
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The effect of airpower on tanks—Wehrmacht panzers in northern France after D day. [According to] Lt Gen Hans Speidel, 
Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s chief of staff: “Air forces were the decisive factor for the Allied victories in the [Normandy]
invasion and subsequent operations.”



sion and sub se quent op era tions.”24 Maj Gen
F. W. von Mel len thin, chief of staff of the
Fifth Pan zer Army, made a simi lar judg -
ment: “The Ar dennes bat tle drives home the
les son that a large- scale of fen sive by massed
ar mor has no hope of suc cess against an en -
emy who en joys su preme com mand of the
air.”25

On the Ameri can side, Brad ley quoted Lt
Gen J. Law ton Col lins’s ap praisal of the Al lied 
ad van tage in air power:

The effect of this bombing on the enemy’s
transportation system . . . was most marked
during the exploitation of the St. Lo
breakthrough about August 1, 1944, when
German troops were obviously unable to move
with sufficient speed to meet our attacks. . . .
The pattern bombing by the heavies,
particularly on the front of this corps along the
St. Lo-Periers road, had a devastating effect.
Enemy communications were completely
disrupted resulting, in some areas, in an almost
total lack of coordinated resistance following

the bombing. Most prisoners taken by our
troops were stunned and bewildered by the
bombing. The morale factor was truly
shattering. There can be no question that the
bombing was a decisive factor in the initial
success of the breakthrough.2 6

Nor did Brad ley limit his com ments to
operational- level air power. Af ter the war, he
told Con gress that stra te gic bomb ing “had a
de ci sive ef fect on the ul ti mate abil ity of the
al lies to de feat Ger many in a shorter time, sav -
ing many, many lives and dol lars.”27 Al -
though Gen eral Brad ley, like Mar shall and
Eis en hower, un der stood that air power can -
not win a war alone, he fully ap pre ci ated its
de ci sive ef fect.

Franklin D’Olier
Al though nearly for got ten to day, Frank lin

D’O lier was the chair man of the United States
Stra te gic Bomb ing Sur vey, con ducted im me -
di ately af ter World War II. In a let ter to the
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A B-17 over  Berlin in early 1945. Franklin D’Olier, chairman of the United States Strategic Bombing Survey, concluded
that “the German experience suggests that even a first class military power—rugged and resilient as Germany
was—cannot live long under full-scale and free exploitation of air weapons over the heart of its territory.”



House Armed Serv ices Com mit tee in 1949,
D’O lier cited the sur vey’s key find ing: “Al lied
air power was de ci sive in the war in west ern
Europe.”28 He wrote this let ter in re sponse to
air power crit ics who had mis used this sur vey
to ar gue that bomb ing was in ef fec tive against 
Ger many. D’O lier—ar gua bly the para mount
ex pert on this sur vey—called such criti cisms a
“dis tor tion.” He quoted the sur vey’s sum -
mary re port:

The German experience suggests that even a
first class military power—rugged and resilient
as Germany was—cannot live long under
full-scale and free exploitation of air weapons
over the heart of its territory. By the beginning
of 1945, before the invasion of the homeland
itself, Germany was reaching a state of
helplessness. Her armament production was
falling irretrievably, orderliness in effort was
disappearing, and total disruption and
disintegration were well along. Her armies were 
still in the field. But with the impending
collapse of the supporting economy, the
indications are convincing that they would

have had to cease fighting—any effective
fighting—within a few months. Germany was
mortally wounded.2 9

Af ter a thor ough and im par tial re view, D’O -
lier came to the same con clu sion as the lead -
ing sol diers of World War II: air power was de -
ci sive.

Gen Vo Nguyen Giap
In late March 1972, Gen Vo Nguyen Giap

at tacked South Viet nam with two hun dred
thou sand regu lar North Viet nam ese troops.
At that time, there were no ma jor US ground-
 combat forces in South Viet nam; the last ma -
jor unit with drew in Janu ary 1972.30 Ameri -
can ad vi sors and lo gis ti cal sup port were still
in South Viet nam, but ma jor US ground-
 combat forces were gone.

Giap thought the situa tion ripe for a stra -
te gic of fen sive. Un for tu nately—for Giap
and half his at tack force—Ameri can air -
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In late March 1972, Gen Vo Nguyen Giap attacked South Vietnam with two hundred thousand regular North Vietnamese
troops. Land- and carrier-based airpower [like this B-52] slaughtered Giap’s formations. . . . In the end, Giap lost half his
force—one hundred thousand men.



power was still in the thea ter. Land- and
carrier- based air power slaugh tered Giap’s
for ma tions. But tressed by this sup port, the
South Viet nam ese army fought hard. In the
end, Giap lost half his force—one hun dred
thou sand men. Af ter 10 weeks, the of fen sive
pe tered out.

Three years later, in the spring of 1975,
Giap launched an other “fi nal” of fen sive
with a to tal of one hun dred thou sand
troops (half the 1972 number). This time
the South Viet nam ese army col lapsed. Giap
cap tured Sai gon in six weeks. The war
ended as Ameri cans watched Sai gon’s
evacua tion on tele vi sion.

Giap’s two of fen sives, oc cur ring three
years apart, pro duced radi cally dif fer ent re -
sults. Why the huge dif fer ence be tween 1972
and 1975? Was the North Viet nam ese army
sub stan tially bet ter in 1975 (de spite be ing

half its 1972 size)? Was the South Viet nam ese
army sub stan tially worse  in 1975? Al though
ei ther con di tion is theo reti cally pos si ble, the
role of Ameri can air power con sti tutes the
more likely dif fer ence.

The of fi cial US Army his tory of the 1972
Easter of fen sive re ports the criti cal im por tance
of air power. The south ern thrust of the North
Viet nam ese at tack sur rounded An Loc, 60 miles
north of Sai gon. An Loc was stra te gi cally vi tal;
its cap ture “would open the door to Sai gon.” 31

How ever, af ter ini tial set backs, the South Viet -
nam ese ral lied to de fend An Loc. This suc cess
was a close call in which air power played the
de ci sive role. The of fi cial his tory quotes the
sen ior Ameri can Army of fi cer on the scene: “An
Loc would have never held out with out the
hand ful of Ameri can ad vi sors di rect ing the air
strikes and shor ing up the lo cal lead er ship.” 32

The de scrip tion of the ef fect of the 887 B-52
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Airpower versus armored forces—the Gulf War. One Iraqi soldier complained, “During the war with Iran my tank was my
friend. I could sleep in it at night and know that I was safe. However, during this war my tank became my enemy. No one
would go near a tank at night because they just kept blowing up.”



strikes on the en emy is tell ing.33 The threat of
heavy- bomber strikes “forces the en emy to
break up his ground ele ments into small units
and makes it dif fi cult to mass forces for an at -
tack. If he does mass his forces, he takes ter ri -
ble casu al ties.”34 This is the tra di tional di -
lemma in flicted by ef fec tive air power on
sur face forces. To sur mount a de ter mined de -
fense, an at tacker must mass. How ever, in the
face of ef fec tive air power, mass ing is sui ci dal. 
An Loc ex em pli fied this ax iom.

Dur ing the 1972 of fen sive, al lied land- and 
carrier- based pi lots flew 50,000 fixed- wing
strike sor ties against Giap’s forces.35 Their at -
tacks were clearly de ci sive. How ever, US air
strikes played no role in the 1975 of fen sive.
By 1975 Amer ica had with drawn from the
war. Ameri can air power was com pletely gone 
(along with the Ameri can ad vi sors who could
di rect the air strikes). Un like the mas sive air
strikes in 1972, there were no mas sive air at -
tacks on North Viet nam ese forces dur ing
their 1975 of fen sive. Giap could mass, ma -
neu ver, and re sup ply at will. The net ef fect
was star tling. With half the forces and half
the time, the North Viet nam ese rolled vic to ri -
ously into Sai gon. Gen eral Giap had learned
the de ci sive na ture of air power.

Gen Khaled bin Sultan
Gen Khaled bin Sul tan com manded joint

forces dur ing the 1991 Gulf War. His ma jor
force ele ments were from Saudi Ara bia, Egypt,
Syria, and Ku wait.36 Dur ing the ground of fen -
sive, their mis sion was to at tack from Saudi Ara -
bia di rectly into Ku wait. This meant at tack ing
into the sup posed teeth of Iraqi de fenses. The
high est number of coa li tion casu al ties was ex -
pected in this area. Gen H. Nor man Schwarz -
kopf’s “Hail Mary” flank ing ma neu ver far to
the west with VII and XVIII Corps was spe cifi -
cally de signed to avoid these de fenses.

As most peo ple are well aware, Khaled’s of -
fen sive was a com plete suc cess. His forces,
along side two di vi sions of Ameri can ma rines, 
ad vanced with mini mal casu al ties. Ac cord ing 
to the of fi cial De part ment of De fense re port,
Joint Forces Com mand East “se cured its ob -

jec tives against light re sis tance and with very
few casu al ties; how ever, prog ress was slowed
by the large number of Iraqis who sur ren -
dered.”3 7 Khaled praised the skill of his
ground com mand ers but gave most of the
credit for this suc cess to coa li tion air power:

Both psychologically and physically, it must
have been terrible to be on the receiving end of
Coalition air power. From the start of the war
the dilemma facing Iraqi troops was acute: they
got hit if they stayed in their fortifications, they
got hit if they fired their heavy guns, they got
hit if they moved, and they got hit by Iraqi
execution squads if they tried to cross over to
us. . . . It was clear that the 38-day air campaign
had done far more damage than we had
imagined. There was little fight left in the Iraqi
divisions facing our troops. Indeed, they must
have realized the war was over.38

Be cause of coa li tion air at tacks, Iraqi di vi -
sions fac ing Khaled’s forces were un able to sur -
vive no mat ter what they did. If they dug in, air
strikes de stroyed them piece meal. One Iraqi
sol dier com plained, “Dur ing the war with Iran
my tank was my friend. I could sleep in it at
night and know that I was safe. How ever, dur -
ing this war my tank be came my en emy. No
one would go near a tank at night be cause they
just kept blow ing up.”39 Nor could the Iraqis
ma neu ver. When Iraqi di vi sions at tempted to
flee north to Iraq, their high sig na ture keyed in -
ten sive coa li tion air strikes. One sec tion of road
be came known as the “high way of death.” This
was a clas sic di lemma for the Iraqis. They could
stay in one place and be killed or at tempt to
move and be killed. They faced a di lemma that
only de feat could re solve.

Coa li tion ground com mand ers faced no
such di lemma. They could ma neu ver mas sive 
forces at will. For ex am ple, Schwarz kopf de -
ployed a quar ter mil lion troops with 60,000
ve hi cles and their sup plies four hun dred
miles to the west over a sin gle road. At its
peak, traf fic near the Iraqi bor der was 18 ve hi -
cles per minute, 24 hours a day, seven days a
week.4 0 This lo gis tics flow was cru cial to the
en tire op era tional scheme. Dur ing the
ground of fen sive, the US Army’s VII Corps
drew 1,330 truck loads of fuel and am mu ni -
tion from these stocks per day.41 With out this
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mas sive lo gis ti cal flow, there would have
been no mas sive Hail Mary flank ing at tack,
and with out air su prem acy, this lo gis ti cal
flow would have been im pos si ble. How ever,
de spite the in her ent vul ner abil ity of truck
con voys, the Iraqis were un able to in ter fere
with this de ploy ment. Al though Iraqi im po -
tence was criti cal, it is not even the most re -
mark able fact. The most re mark able fact is
that—be cause of coa li tion air su prem acy—the
Iraqis were un able even to de tect the mas sive
move ment of troops and sup plies over sev -
eral hun dred miles of open des ert.

It’s im por tant to note that, if any thing,
Khaled was at a dis ad van tage on the ground.
After- action re ports re veal that the Iraqis de -
ployed ap proxi mately seven di vi sions op po -
site Khaled’s ap proxi mately five di vi sions.42

These Iraqi di vi sions had the in her ent ad van -
tages of the de fender. They em ployed fire
trenches, mine fields, bar ri ers, and well-
 surveyed ar til lery zones—all of which coa li -
tion forces had to sur mount. Af ter their
eight- year war with Iran, Iraq’s di vi sions were 
ex pe ri enced in war. Also, they were co he sive
(i.e., all from one coun try). Khaled’s forces,
on the other hand, were drawn from 11 coun -
tries, none of which had any re cent mili tary
suc cesses. None could be con sid ered elite.
De spite these handi caps, Khaled’s forces en -
joyed Guderian- like suc cess.43 They ex ceeded
the most op ti mis tic time ta bles with min us -
cule casu al ties and cap tured 25,000 pris on -
ers.44 There has to be some logi cal ex pla na -
t ion for these coun ter in tui tive
de vel op ments. Ac cord ing to Gen eral Khaled,
the pri mary rea son for these star tling suc -
cesses was air power.

Conclusion

These great sol diers tes ti fied to the de ci sive 
na ture of air power in mod ern war. At the stra -
te gic level of war, they saw air pow er’s unique
abil ity to de stroy an en emy na tion from the
in side out. They un der stood that when a na -
tion can not func tion, its mili tary fol lows
suit—and that air power can ren der a na tion
dys func tional. Brad ley ac knowl edged this
logic. D’O lier docu mented it. Eis en hower put 
the power of his presi dency be hind it.

At the op era tional level of war, where
large num bers of forces mass and ma neu -
ver, Eis en hower, Mar shall, Pat ton, Brad ley,
Giap, and Khaled have tes ti fied to air pow -
er’s de ci sive ness. Based on per sonal ex pe ri -
ences with all types of mili tary op era tions,
each came to un der stand that sur face forces
can not ef fec tively move, shoot, and com -
mu ni cate un der ef fi cient air at tack. As pro -
fes sional sol diers, they rec og nized this
short com ing as criti cal to any mili tary op -
era tion. When one side can move, shoot,
and com mu ni cate—while its op po nent can -
not—it has a de ci sive ad van tage. Each of
these sol diers would vig or ously ar gue that
well- equipped and well- led sur face forces
are nec es sary to ex ploit this ad van tage, but
each un der stood that con trol of the air en -
ables this ad van tage in the first place.

Healthy skep ti cism is al ways valu able. The
fact that some thing has worked in the past
does not mean that one should slav ishly rely
on it in defi nitely. Thus, a healthy skep ti cism
of air pow er’s con tri bu tions in mod ern war is
valid. How ever, crit ics must take the les sons
of the past half cen tury into ac count when
they de bate the mer its of air power. Some of
the great est sol diers of our era did so and
came down firmly in sup port of the de ci sive
na ture of air power.
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